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When our children were pre-schoolers, we enjoyed a picture book called “Where’s Waldo?” As we turned page after page, we had the delight of searching through hundreds of faces on the page, straining our eyes to find one ordinary looking guy in a crowd. He wore a striped shirt and a red scarf. We would search and search; and when we finally found him, we’d smile and turn to the next page. “Where’s Waldo?” Waldo would again be secluded in the middle of a crowd of beachcombers or circus go-ers or on a busy street with hundreds of pedestrians, elbow to elbow. We’d search and find him and smile, and then turn the page and go searching again. “Where’s Waldo?”
 
The search for Waldo reminds me of the little boy whose parents were always telling him to wash his hands to remove the germs, and they also kept telling him to think about Jesus and what he would do about germs on his hands. Once the little boy in frustration clomped off to wash his hands again, and he said, “Germs and Jesus! That’s all I ever hear in this house, and I’ve never seen either one of them.”
 
Jesus lived 2000 years ago, and we’ve never seen him as a flesh and blood person. We’ve seen Sunday school pictures of him, portraits done by artists who have imagined how he looked. We’ve read about Jesus in the New Testament. We know stories he told of the Good Samaritan and the Feeding of the 5000. We know he was a teacher and a healer. We know he got into trouble with the religious and political leaders. 
We can learn about Jesus in the New Testament. But those stories can also seem somewhat distant, far away.
 
We come to church at times to receive the Lord’s Supper, the meal of bread and wine that Jesus started. He told us that every time we partake of this meal, we should remember him. “This is my body broken for you.” Through this meal, Jesus comes to us; it’s a spiritual presence. But at the Communion Table Jesus may still seem somewhat remote, like an invisible person.
 
Where’s Jesus? Where is he now? We may thumb through pages of the New Testament looking for him. We can say that he lived, he died, and he rose from the dead. Then he went on to be with God. He is part of God. He’s part of what we call the Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. But even as one part of the doctrine of the Trinity, Jesus can still seem remote, off in the distance.
 
Where do we find Jesus? We might find him through the stories in the New Testament, through the bread and wine at Eucharist, or through the doctrine of the Trinity. 
 
We can search through page after page with crowds of faces. Where is Jesus in this crowd? But he told us where to look for him. In Matthew 25 he gives us a big clue: “You will find me in the face of the stranger, the poor, the sick, the prisoner.”
 
Jesus is giving us a jolting word, a radical word, about where he is and the community he is forming. He is saying that when we feed the hungry and welcome the stranger and visit the prisoner, we’re doing this to him. In other words, he is saying that he is hiding out—in disguise---in the poor, the stranger, the weak---those “overlooked and ignored.” (Eugene Peterson, The Message).
 
This is a shocking word! Jesus is doing his typical reversal; he’s laying out his upside down value system. Jesus is saying that he stands in solidarity with the poor, the outcast. We’d like to think that Jesus can be found among the good people, the nice people, church people. But he does not say that we will find him getting his picture made among the church-goers or among the rich and famous. Where will we find him? We will find him at the homeless shelter, in the food line at the community kitchen, or in the face of an inmate at the county jail. Jesus is standing among the people at the bottom of the ladder, those nobody else seems to care about. This is the message of Matthew 25, which I have often told newcomers is a “Watts Street Baptist Church text.” This church believes and lives this text.
 
It seems clear that Jesus has a bias toward the poor. We’d prefer to think of Jesus being at home first in our stained glass sanctuaries. We’d like to think that we’ll find him riding in a fancy Jaguar or Porsche, visiting with the socialites of society. But in the stories of the New Testament it seems clear that he spent much of his time among the outcasts, the weak, the poor. 
 
What then does this say about us and how we should structure our church’s life and mission? We have often said that our goal here is to continue the ministry of Jesus. His ministry was directed so often to the poor. 
As Jesus’ followers at Watts Street, we have struggled for a number of years to increase our church’s mission giving to 25 percent of the total church budget. But if the budget is a statement of our theology and our intention to follow Jesus, maybe our mission giving should be at least 50 percent of the total budget.
 
Jesus said, “When you’ve shown compassion to the ‘least of these,’ you’ve done it to me. In other words, Jesus has taken up residence among the poor.
At a soup kitchen in Washington, DC every Saturday morning 300 people line up for food. And every Saturday morning, a 66 year old woman offers this prayer: “We know, Lord, that you’re coming through this line today, so help us to treat you right.” (from Joyce Hollyday, Desert Sojourn, 1991)
 
Our Matthew 25 text (a Watts Street text) has enormous implications for the way we structure our mission and ministry. In the text Jesus is saying that we will find him in the poor and the weak and that our very salvation is at stake in how we treat the poor. By serving the poor, we serve Jesus himself. 
He’s not saying to ignore the well-to-do folks, the good church0going folks. But he’s saying that the priority goes to the poor and the weak. “Lord, we know you’re coming through this line today, so help us to treat you right.” 
 
There are two urgent current concerns that this text addresses. We know that there is an unjust gap between the rich and the poor in Durham and in the world. Our city has the highest income level of any city in the state; but we also have a 10 to 12 percent poverty rate. Because of the current downturn in the economy, many of us have seen a decline in our retirement funds and investments. We may complain, but the ones suffering the most are those at the bottom of the economic ladder.
 
The number of calls to this church and other churches for emergency funds has increased significantly. Walltown Neighborhood Ministries, which we support, has had a long line of people coming recently for food and help with rent, electricity and heat. We have not emergency fund at Walltown Ministries. 
The Department of Social Services has run out of emergency funds, so Durham Congregations in Action has established a Good Neighbor Fund, now trying to raise $100,000 to assist those struggling for basic necessities. We are called to continue the ministry of Jesus---feeding the hungry, welcoming the stranger, caring for the sick and those in prison.
 
I am grateful that this church takes very seriously the call to continue Jesus’ ministry. In the spirit of the upcoming Thanksgiving season, we can give thanks for various missions from this church. Theron Few has had a continuous ministry to Don Scanlon on Death Row, as we continue to work for a new trial for a man who has maintained his innocence from the beginning. We can give thanks for Janet Moore, one of Don’s attorneys and for Cindy Adcock who represents Ernest Basden, whose execution date is set for December 6. We pray that the Governor will do the right thing and grant clemency for Ernest. 
 
We can give thanks for our Habitat mission group and their recent completion of a Habitat House paid for and built by Watts Street people. We can give thanks for our recent Venezuela mission when our members built a church in a little village in the mountains of Venezuela. We can give thanks for the Sunday school class that serves a meal at the Community Shelter on Thursday nights. We can give thanks for the work of our members with Interfaith Hospitality Network and our new mission group visiting mentally disabled patients at Murdoch Center. We can give thanks for One World Market on 9th Street, founded by this church, with one half of the revenues going back to the impoverished craftspeople in Third World Countries. These are the kind of creative ministries that bring compassion for our sisters and brothers who are poor, those in whom Jesus is dwelling.
 
The second area of current concern raised by this text is the call to war against Iraq. Major church groups around the country have spoken in opposition to this war. A key question that this text brings to the current debate is: “How would this war affect the poor---those in Iraq and from the US?” Most of the US soldiers who would fight the war come from lower economic groups. The sons and daughters of members of Congress are not likely to be going to Iraq. Do we consider expendable the members of the Armed Forces who come from a lower economic class? If Jesus is to be found among the least of these, the question must be asked “How would this war affect the poor?”
 
In the text Jesus is saying that the ones who care for the least of these will be blessed, will be happy. As we approach Thanksgiving, it’s an intriguing thought that the more we care for the least of these, the happier we will be. In giving, we receive. 
 
From my experience, I have observed that happiness doesn’t come from wealth or social status or education or from being a member of the right church. People who are happy are those who are able to focus on the needs of someone else. They are interested in finding out about you, and what you need. 
Unhappy people, whether rich or poor, healthy or ill, young or old, are usually very focused on themselves.
 
In his life Jesus dealt with a lot of tension and conflict. He surely had his frustrations, sadness and disappointment. But hundreds of people were drawn to him. They saw in him an energy, a spirit, a happiness. 
 
Happiness does not come from going to church or following the law or having good health, wealth or power. Happiness comes from putting the focus on someone else. “I was hungry, you gave me food; thirsty, you gave me drink, a stranger, you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you comforted me; in prison, and you came to visit me.” When did you do this? You did it when you focused on the needs of someone else—the poor, the stranger, the outcast. Then you focused on Jesus. (from David McBriar, Love in a Paper Sack)
 
In my growing up years my family would gather with our parents for the usual Thanksgiving feast, and my father would offer the prayer. When he prays at Thanksgiving, we may be staring at the food with gnawing hunger, but we know the food will have to wait because Daddy is going to pray his Long Thanksgiving Prayer. He will thank God for our family and our health and bringing us through another year. He thanks God for the farmers who grew the food and our workers who harvested the food. He thanks God for the garbage collectors who take away our trash, and thanks God for his children who’ve done okay with their lives and the grandchildren who given them delight.
 
He never ends that Long Thanksgiving Prayer without the sentence “God, keep us mindful of the needs of others, those who don’t have a feast in front of them.”
 
Mindfulness, awareness of the needs of others is the place to start. We are followers of Jesus. This means we are called to care for the poor, not out of grim duty, but out of gratefulness for all God’s gifts. It is gratefulness that makes us happy. (David Steindl-Rast) It is gratefulness that makes us motivated to serve the least of these.
 
“Lord, we know you’re coming through this line today, so help us to treat you right.”
 
So may it be. Amen.
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